
Cinclant Serial 0328 of April 22, 1941 
 
Subject: Exercise of Command -- Correct Use of Initiative 
 
Reference: My confidential memorandum serial 053, dated 21 January 1941 -- Subject  
                  ‘Exercise of Command -- Excess of Detail in Orders and Instructions.’ 
 
1.  In the three months that have elapsed since the promulgation of the reference, much progress has been 
made in improving the exercise of command through the regular echelons of command -- from forces 
through groups and units to ships.  It has, however, become increasingly evident that correct methods for 
the exercise of initiative are not yet thoroughly understood -- and practiced -- by many echelon 
commanders. 
 
2.  The correct exercise of the principle of the initiative is essential to the application of the principle of 
decentralization.  The latter, in turn, is premised on the basic principle known as ‘division of labor’, 
which means that each does his own work in his own sphere of action or field of activity. 
 
3.  What seems to have been overlooked is that the exercise of initiative as involved in ‘division of labor’ 
(as embodied in ‘decentralization’) not only requires labor on the part of those who exercise any degree of 
command, but, as well and even more particularly, on the part of those who exercise initiative.  It also 
seems to have been overlooked that the correct exercise of initiative is applicable not only to operations 
but to administration and, as well, to personnel and material matters. 
 
4.  (a)  Initiative means freedom to act, but it does not mean freedom to act in an offhand or casual 
manner.  It does not mean freedom to disregard or to depart unnecessarily from standard procedures or 
practices or instructions.  There is no degree of being ‘independent’ of the other component parts of the 
whole -- the Fleet. 
 
     (b)  It means freedom to act only after all of one’s resources in education, training, experience, skill 
and understanding have been brought to bear on the work in hand. 
 
     (c)  It requires intense application in order that what is to be done shall be done as a correlated part of a 
connected whole -- much as the link of a chain or a gear-wheel in a machine. 
 
5.  In order that there may be clearer understanding -- and better practice -- in the exercise of initiative, 
the following paraphrase of certain passages in the reference, together with appropriate additions, are 
enjoined as a guide upon all those concerned in the exercise of initiative: 
 
‘……. active operations (commonly called war) require the exercise and the utilization of the full powers 
and capabilities of every officer in command status’; 
 
‘Subordinates are to become “habituated to think, to judge, to decide and to act for themselves”’; 
 
‘It requires hard work -- concentration of powers -- to exercise command effectively and, frequently, even 
harder work to exercise initiative intelligently’; 
 
‘When told ‘what’ to do -- make sure that ‘how’ you do it is effective not only in itself but as an 
intelligent, essential and correlated part of a comprehensive and connected whole.’ 
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